This paper focussed on an area of transnational Arabic television, which has attracted little scholarly attention: soap operas and their consumption among women in the Arab diaspora.
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The rise and rise of Arabic television has both fascinated and troubled the west. While its transnational appeal is recorded both in research and public debates, the nuances and tensions associated with its consumption are far less understood. Knowing about the success of television networks among audiences is not enough to understand the socio-cultural significance of Arabic transnational television. It is in the close examination of what audiences watch and how they make sense of television within gendered and generational contexts that we can observe its complex cultural role. This paper focuses on Arab women in the diaspora and soap operas, two subjects having received little scholarly attention.
It is tempting to interpret transnational Arabic television's success as a cross-border reaffirmation of the thesis of cultural proximity. In La Pastina and Straubhaar's words, aspects of cultural proximity 'are purely cultural and linguistic…when migrants continue to have a strong layer of identity linked to their "home" country or culture ' (2005, p. 274) . Is this the case with dispersed Arabic communities? Are diasporic women's identities directly linked to a distant 'home' as if there was an uncut and ever-present umbilical cord connecting the two ends? And is there any evidence demonstrating that diasporic female audiences engage with cultural politics in their region of origin? In order to understand if and under what circumstances diasporic audiences locate themselves close or far away from the Arab region's cultural politics, I examine cultural proximity's relevance within a diasporic gendered context. Television, and the genre of soap opera in particular, provides a vivid case study. As will be shown, the thesis of cultural proximity is still relevant when it comes to diasporic Arab women's soap opera viewing. Yet, and importantly, it is reincarnated as a critical and reflexive negotiation of proximity and distance. Specifically, I argue that soap opera viewing provides female audiences in the diaspora with opportunities to reflect on their own gender identities as distant from hegemonic discourses of gender in their region of origin but as 3 proximate to a moral set of values they associate with this same region. This is especially the case for young women who have grown up in the diaspora.
Drawing from focus group research in London i , I locate this discussion at the juxtaposition of research on gendered media consumption as this is informed by the study of diasporic, transnational and Arabic audiences. I discuss empirical findings under three sections. These correspond to the main themes that emerged in participants' discourse when they talk about soap operas, Arabic television and their affiliation with their region of origin ii :
(i.) distance; (ii.) proximity; (iii.) critical proximity. The theme of distance highlights detachment from the Arab region and its cultural politics. The theme of proximity captures soap operas' emotional and commodity value in supporting a sense of belonging in a transnational community. The theme of critical proximity demonstrates how the sense of distance and of proximity from the Arab region merges into a reflexive realisation of its internal contradiction: participants sustain a cultural attachment to the Arab region beyond geographical distance, but keep a distance from its hegemonic representations of gender.
Within this theme, I discuss the subgenre of Turkish soap operas, as audiences' engagement with it exemplifies critical proximity. Turkish soap operas and their controversial role in Arabic mediascapes provide participants with opportunities to reflect on what it means to be an Arab, as well as a member of a gendered transnational audience.
Transnational audiences and soap opera consumption
Studies of media and diaspora, gendered soap opera consumption, and cultural proximity have historically followed parallel routes. Effectively, there has been little cross-fertilisation of our understanding of diasporic women's relation to soap operas. Research on diaspora and the media has demonstrated the expansion of communication across transnational diasporic spaces, which can support diasporic identities and communities (Gillespie 1995; Brikenhoff 4 2009; Karanfil 2009 ). This research has also contributed to conceptualisations of diaspora as a complex and contradictory condition; diasporic affiliation might persist alongside internal power struggles. As dispersed audiences get access to and consume the same media across space, a sense of commonality is reinforced and even reinvented (Georgiou 2006) . Sharing media provides diasporic groups with opportunities to develop common cultural practices and thus, at least momentarily, to surpass internal generational, class and gender divides (Karanfil 2009).
Arabs in London represent a diverse group with the majority originating in the Middle East (Miladi 2006) . Previous research, as well as the present study, have recorded a persistent and strong identification of many Arab-speakers in Britain with a group identity (Gillespie 2006; Miladi 2006) , in ways similar to those identified by Cohen as key diasporic qualities (1997). These include a strong sense of solidarity towards other Arabs and a group consciousness based on a sense of distinctiveness and a belief in a common fate (ibid.).
Identification with the Arab diaspora does not necessarily compete with particular Arab regional or national diasporic affiliations.
As in the case of other diasporic audiences, the one studied here cannot be singularly understood by their Arabness. Diasporic audiences occupy different social and cultural spaces (Karanfil 2009). Importantly though, the spread and success of transnational Arabic television provides a significant indicator of the emergence of a powerful Arabic linguistic and cultural mediascape iii . Kraidy (2010) locates transnational television in the core of Arab modernity. Abu-Lughod (2005) , with reference to television in Egypt, demonstrates that it has played a key role in shaping social and political debates on modernity and providing a platform for self-making, especially for women. Both Kraidy and Abu-Lughod locate their analyses of Arabic television within the battlefield of conflicting perceptions of modernity. In his study of Arabic reality shows and the public debates around them, Kraidy argues that 5 'disputes over reality TV were proxy battles to draw boundaries between reality and image, the masculine and the feminine, the pure and the hybrid, the authentic and the foreign ' (2010, p.15) . Arabic audiences in London consume transnational television and find themselves caught in these battles for modernity. At the same time, they constitute an element of western audiences. Thus, their practices need to be understood at the juxtaposition of cultural politics associated with Arabic and with western television Theorisations of cultural proximity are useful here as they make links between media industries' intensions, systems of distribution and media consumption. The concept was introduced by Straubhaar (1991) 
Soap operas and cultural proximity
Changes in transnational television challenge the limits of cultural proximity debates, but also of soap opera consumption as a private affair, primarily associated with white western middle class women. Research which has historically looked at the transnational success of soap opera has focused on three main areas: (i.) exploring the role of the genre's circulation in relation to questions of cultural imperialism (Lee 1980 ; Mattelart, Delcourt and 
Soap operas and gendered Arab audiences
The relation between gender and soap operas on Arabic television needs to be understood within the context of modernity. Abu-Lughod (2010) 
Watching soap operas in the diaspora
Soap operas on Arabic television proved to be very popular among participants, especially women. Most female participants, no matter their social status, said that they watch some soap operas on Arabic television. Gender, age and education informed the level of reflexive engagement with soap operas with the younger, better educated women appearing as the most critically engaged. For most participants, soap opera viewing is diverse and transnational. While gender hierarchies are confirmed in these comments, control is always conditional and subject to familial daily life changes. Alongside established routines, many participants describe the temporality of Arabic language soap opera consumption. This is especially the case during Ramadan, when soap opera viewing peaks.
We are not a big musalsalaat family unless it's Ramadan when we call each other from different floors to get down and watch TV (Female, (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) Participants' words did reflect the ideological and cultural diversity of the Arabic diaspora and so did the patterns of their use of television. Overall, more selective and individual media use is common among younger men and women:
Honestly, my grandmother holds the remote control and watches soaps. She doesn't give me a chance to do anything so I go to the internet to watch whatever I like. When she is not there, I choose whatever I want to watch on TV.
With a focus on the negotiation of cultural proximity and distance, the following three sections discuss the ways in which individuals locate themselves close or far away from what they perceive as the value system associated with soap operas. I draw primarily from women' words and only selectively refer to male participants in order to demonstrate how some discourses become gender-specific.
I. Distance
One of the main findings of this study is the contradiction revealed in sustained viewing of soap operas on the one hand and the dismissal of their value on the other. While most women admit watching soap operas on Arabic television, the persistence of a discourse of distance from the cultural politics these soap operas represent is striking. Women distance themselves from the dominant discourses they see reflected in the soap operas in different ways. Some are not dissimilar to the resistance to soap operas' cultural politics recorded among western audiences in earlier studies (Livingstone 1995) . Others have a distinct transnational tint and relate to diasporic processes of distanciation from regional cultural politics and regional hegemonic perceptions of gender relations. I discuss different expressions of a 'sense of distance' as the tendency to locate one's subjectivity as much as possible outside the cultural and moral framework associated with Arabic language soap operas.
The subgroup that most notably distant themselves from the soap operas are middle class younger women, though this is not an exclusively middle class discourse. One of the reappearing discourses of distance is that of emphasising the disconnection between watching and taking soap operas seriously.
I watch them but they don't affect my life (Female, (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) These women draw from their media literacy in dissociating themselves from the soap operas and the perceived cultural context of their consumption. As media savvy audiences they also project an awareness of the banality of soap opera consumption in the context of everyday life.
A variation of this position emphasises 'western' identity vis-à-vis migrant generation's dependence on an inevitably limited place-specific understanding of the wider world.
My mum actually thinks it's real [stories of women being taking advantage by men in soap operas]...I suppose it's 'cause of the way they grew up back then. We live in the western world so we are exposed to this stuff anyway, whereas for them these things are new...a big shock (Female, (26) (27) (28) (29) (30) (31) (32) (33) (34) (35) (36) (37) (38) (39) (40) (41) (42) (43) (44) (45) This distancing mechanism reflects more than an attitude towards specific programmes; it also reflects discourses of a gendered diasporic self. I kind of feel sorry for them: housewives who see these things and want to be like that (Female, (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) Emphasising their distance from female audiences in their region of origin, appears as a classist, even an Orientalist, discourse. It sometimes reveals another side of the story: a detachment from gender politics these women want to be dissociated from and which they try to resist.
Most of the Arab families we met in London put themselves in this bubble where they think their culture is so pure...they become very protective, very extreme...their daughters wear veil from the age of 10...We've been exposed to a lot of that, especially because we are not veiled (Female, (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) This example shows that for some the tensions associated with gender relations are not only located on the screen and in the Arabic region but also within the local community where they live.
Women participating in most focus groups expressed some sense of distance from the Arab world and its perceived dominant value system. However, only a small minority would rigidly dissociate themselves from this system. For most, a sense of distance was ambivalent and often interchangeably used as a discourse alongside that of proximity. This ambivalence is best captured in the discussion on critical proximity in section III.
II. Proximity
The flip side of distance is proximity. With proximity I refer to participants' strong identification with their region of origin and its culture .I draw from La Pastina and [Bab AlHarrah] kind of reminds you of home. It's familiar. Circumstances are so different to our lives here. Like here, our lives are so planned. There, it's more spontaneous (Females, (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) It is important to locate soap operas on Arabic television within a particularismuniversalism continuum (Robertson 1993) . While soap operas play a distinct role in supporting a sense of moral particularism, they are also located within a global system of television production and consumption. Earlier discussions on melodrama as a genre for female escapism (Ang 1985; Livingstone 1991) remain relevant. Only in this case, escapism takes a diasporic twist, particularly for some of the women who express their anxiety about news and events that take place in their region of origin. Soap operas represent an alternative to the news-intense televisual environment of Arabic transnational television. The words of two female participants from the 46-65 age group capture this particularity:
Sometimes your health can't take it and you want to switch off and watch a silly soap opera.
I watch lots of things apart from news to be honest because my nerves can't take it.
Especially when something big is happening in Iraq or Palestine or Lebanon I get really stressed. So I watch soaps.
Daily media consumption of different genres becomes a way of sustaining a cognitive proximity with a region of origin (through news), while filtering it through the emotional distance offered in 'escapist' genres, such as soap operas. In this way, soap operas become supporting mechanisms of proximity, especially because they surpass tensions associated with political geographies.
III. Critical proximity
For many Arab women in the diaspora, making sense of their viewing reveals an ordinary and constant shift between proximity and distance from their region of origin. Some distant themselves from the hegemonic meanings associated with soap opera production and texts, reflecting a transnational cosmopolitan habitus, while others embrace them as an element of diasporic everyday life that supports their connection with distant people and places. Cutting across proximity and distance, critical proximity demonstrates that it is possible to sustain cultural links with the region of origin without surrendering a set of values associated with their life in the diaspora. Diasporic affiliation thus becomes less of a process of choosing between either/or and more of a process combining this and thus (Beck 2006) . This is particularly the case for younger participants, who tend to use a variety of media to manage relations of proximity and distance more effectively. Here, I discuss critical proximity in relation to the integrated media consumption of these participants and in relation to their reflexive engagement with mediated gender representations. In an integrated media environment where genres and formats are circulated transnationally, proximity and distance seize from being exclusively a matter of diasporic and linguistic particularity. They also become elements of gendered, generational, and classed media consumption.
We always have this discussion. It's not just Arabic TV. Look at 90210 and the girls are over the top and extreme and everything (Female, (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) I don't watch Arabic TV. It's usually my parents (Females, (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) I watch a variety to see the different points of view and to make my own conclusions (Female, (26) (27) (28) (29) (30) (31) (32) (33) (34) (35) (36) (37) (38) (39) (40) (41) (42) (43) (44) (45) The more media literate participants were, the more likely they were to locate media in the socio-political environment where they take their meanings. In these words, this man locates himself in a position of inside outsider (Simmel 1908) as he feels both concerned and able to reflect from a distance on the problems with political deliberation in Egypt. His frustration about the commodification of the public sphere could also be read as frustration with the 'feminisation' of the domestic and the public sphere.
His comments sparked a lively debate on Turkish soaps and morality. Another participant described how an Imam in London asked men to ban these soap operas from their homes and how he was shocked with a discourse he found irrelevant to his life in London. In dismissing the conservative religious leader's inappropriate call, a third man expressed his own concerns in a way that is more compatible with western liberal values:
You can say that these programmes have had an effect on families...I think we need to take some of the blame. Critical proximity does not oppose the thesis of cultural proximity, rather it updates in the context of the transnationalisation of mediascapes. This is particularly the case with audiences who use media associated with different cultural and linguistic zones and whose engagement with most media becomes increasingly conditional and subject to a daily system of comparing and contrasting.
Conclusions
What this discussion has demonstrated is that a popular genre, such as soap operas, can become a vehicle for imaginative travel towards the region of origin but also a vehicle for travelling back into a diasporic space. Diasporic Arab women's practices and reflections are shaped at the meeting of the soap operas' textual specificity and the realities of the social and cultural worlds they occupy: as women, as Arabs, as Muslims, but also as members of a diaspora, as Londoners, and as members of western societies. They also reflect the banality and ordinariness of media consumption, which is observed among transnational audiences as much as among other audiences (Aksoy and Robins 2000; Karanfil 2009 ).
Arab women in London reaffirm their sense of cultural proximity to the Middle East, but in their own gendered diasporic terms: they adopt a position of distance and relative strangeness, as this is defined by Simmel (1908 Simmel ( (1976 ) to be a position of inside outsider. A diasporic sense of critical proximity retains some of the characteristics of the stranger in Simmel's sense. The stranger is a wanderer, but also represents the 'union of closeness and remoteness' (Simmel 1908 (Simmel (1976 , p. 143). The stranger can confront all elements of a group 'objectively' because she is not bound to any particular element of it; 'an attitude that does not represent mere detachment and nonparticipation, but is a distinct structure composed of remoteness and nearness, indifference and involvement' (Simmel 1908 (Simmel (1976 , p. 144). The interplay between remoteness and nearness captures some of the realities of diasporic attachment to cultural politics of their origin. The reaffirmation of cultural proximity through distance is a political position that destabilises hegemonic understandings of Arabness and more specifically of female Arabness. It is a politics emerging in a three-dimensional space of belonging that Arab female participants construct: when they reflect on what it means to be an Arab through female practices, such as watching soap operas; when they voice desires and concerns about their life at home and in the diaspora by making comparisons and connections; when they critically reflect on the political and moral limits of an assumed singular transnational Arabic imagined community.
